
PARTS OF THE BOAT 
Let’s begin by learning some of the impor-
tant parts on a boat and their names. Know-
ing some of these sailing terms will allow 
you to communicate better when on board 
the boat. Here’s a quick overview.

Tiller 
The  lever arm at-
tached to the rudder 
that allows you to  
steer the boat.

Stern 
The back of 
the boat.

Transom 
The flat or slightly 
curved surface at the 
stern of the boat.

Rudder 
The steering foil, directed by a tiller,   
that is used to turn the boat.

Hull 
The “body” of the boat 
that floats in the water.

Keel 
The weighted vertical fin at 
the bottom of the boat. Its 
weight reduces tipping (heel-
ing) while its shape keeps the 
boat from sliding sideways 
through the water.

Cabin Trunk 
The roof and sides 
of the cabin house.

Bow 
The front of the boat.

Cockpit
The low space in the 
deck where the crew sits 
and the tiller is located.

Deck 
The flat surface area on 
top of the boat.

Companionway 
A passageway from 
the cockpit to the area 
below the deck.
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Port 
The left side of the 
boat facing forward.

Starboard 
The right side of 
the boat facing 
forward.
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Mast 
The vertical spar in the middle of the 
boat from which the sails are set.

Mainsail 
The sail hoisted on the back 
side of the mast and attached 
to the boom.

Backstay 
The part of the rigging, 
attached from the 
top of the mast to the 
stern  of the boat, that 
keeps the mast from 
falling forward.

Batten 
A slat of fiberglass, 
plastic or wood 
inserted into a pocket 
in the sail to help it 
hold its shape.

Boom 
The horizontal spar extending back 
from the mast. The foot (bottom) of the 
mainsail is attached to it.

Shrouds 
Rigging wires ex-
tending up from the 
sides of the boat to 
the mast that keep 
the mast from falling 
to either side.

Spreader 
Struts that extend from the 
side of the mast that keep 
it from bending sideways.

Jib 
The forward sail that is at-
tached to the forestay.

Forestay 
The part of the rigging that is attached to 
the bow of the boat that keeps the mast 
from falling backward.

PARTS OF THE RIG 
Now that you know your way around the 
deck, it’s time to look up. The rig includes 
sails (mainsail and jib), spars (mast and 
boom), supporting wires (standing rigging) 
and sail controls (running rigging).
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Telltales 

Telltales 
Pieces of cloth, 
yarn, or tape that 
indicate wind flow 
over a sail.



TACKING 
A sailboat cannot sail directly 
into the wind. To make progress 
toward the wind it must sail a  
zig-zag course, much as you 
would use a series of angular 
switch-backs to reach the top of  
a steep hill. When a sailboat 
switches from a “zig” to a “zag,” it 
is called a tack. A tack or tacking  
is turning the bow of a boat 
through the wind from one side 
of the No-Go Zone to the other. 
When a boat crosses the No-Go 
Zone, the sails will also cross  
the boat.

At the beginning of the tack 1, 
the sailors are sailing close-hauled 
with the wind coming over the 
port side of the boat. In the middle 
of the tack B, the boat crosses 
the wind and No-Go Zone, and 
the sails lose all their power. In 
the final part of the tack C, their 
boat is again picking up speed, this 
time with the wind coming over 
starboard side of the boat.  
The boat’s direction changed  
about 90°.

A

B

C

Boat is on right side 
of No-Go Zone

Boat crosses No-Go Zone

Boat is now on left side of No-Go Zone.
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JIBING 
Another basic maneuver in sailing is the jibe. 
Like a tack, a jibe is a change in boat direc-
tion through the wind with the sails crossing 
from one side of the boat to the other. Dur-
ing a tack, you steer the bow through the 
wind (No-Go Zone). During a jibe, the wind 
crosses over the back of the stern.

NOTE: A “controlled” jibe helps minimize the 
speed of the boom crossing over. But in an 
uncontrolled jibe, the boom can whip across the 
cockpit quickly as the sail swings from one side 
to the other.  An uncontrolled or accidental jibe 
(see opposite page) should be avoided. 

At the beginning of the jibe A, the sails 
are let out almost all the way with the 
wind coming over the starboard side of 
the boat. In the middle of the jibe B, the 
stern of the boat crosses the wind and 
the sail swings over from one side to the 
other. A key to controlling the mainsail 
before it crosses over during a jibe is to 
sheet it in to the center of the boat before 
the stern crosses the wind. After the 
boom flops over, the mainsheet is let out 
quickly. Remember: KEEP YOUR HEAD 
LOW AS THE BOOM SWINGS OVER! In 
the final part of the jibe C, the tiller is 
straightened and the mainsail is let  
back out almost all the way. The  
boat continues on with the wind  
coming over the port side of the boat.

WIND

A

B

C
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